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There are two kinds of truths in this world.

The first are the ones you can see—printed in newspapers, spoken on the evening news, written into laws and public records. They are tidy, digestible, and safe enough for everyone to believe.

The second kind never sees the light.

These truths are whispered in back rooms, scribbled in coded ledgers, passed from one hand to another with the quiet understanding that knowing them comes at a cost.

They are dangerous—not because they are lies, but because they are unchangeably real.

I have seen both kinds.

I have carried the safe truths in briefcases and press releases, and I have carried the dangerous ones in pockets no one dared search.

The dangerous ones never weighed much in my hands, but they were heavy enough to change the course of lives, cities, and sometimes nations.

This story is about one of those truths.

It begins in the mountains, with a single page torn from a book that is not supposed to exist.

That page holds names—names that can open doors, end careers, or stop a heartbeat in its tracks.

And it ends... well, endings are complicated when the people who want the truth buried never sleep.

If you open these pages, you will step into a place where every choice carries a cost, and every ally might be tomorrow’s enemy.

It is a world without fixed borders, where information is the most dangerous weapon, and silence can kill as effectively as a bullet.

I tell it not because I am safe, but because there is no such thing as safety anymore.

— İbrahim Sarı
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The Ledger is not a book you will ever see in a library, a government archive, or an evidence locker.

It is not bound in leather or kept in some climate-controlled vault.

It exists in fragments—pages scattered across continents, each one a carefully guarded list of names, dates, and leverage so precise it can topple a minister or spare an assassin with a single phone call.

No one claims to own the Ledger.

No one dares admit they’ve seen it.

But those whose names appear on it—whether as hunters or prey—understand that its reach is endless.

In the winter of a year not marked on calendars, a courier named Elena Varga accepted a job she didn’t fully understand: escort a man across a frozen border with a sealed pouch and no questions.

That man—known only as “the witness”—held something that could burn entire power structures to ash: a page from the Ledger itself.

What followed was not a journey of escape but of survival, where every mile brought new betrayals, and every shelter became a trap.

A fixer who named his price in blood.

A chapel that kept the secrets of smugglers and ghosts alike.

A man with no borders, whose loyalties shifted like the river ice beneath their feet.

This is not a story about finding safety.

It is about moving just far enough ahead of danger to breathe for another day.

And it is about the truth—dangerous, unchangeable, and impossible to bury forever.

The mountains remember.

And so does the Ledger.
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Chapter 1 — The Quiet Room
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Uncovering hidden truths behind a crime can be dangerous and life-altering.

At 18:40 the Prague Municipal Archives belonged to the machines. The desiccators ticked. The air handlers breathed. A red diode on the fire panel blinked at a patient rhythm, the building’s metronome. Elena Marková preferred this hour—the reading room closed, the hum of human stories slipping back into boxes—because paper behaved best when people left it alone.

She wheeled a gray trolley into Stack D, Row 24, where procurement ledgers slept in identical kraft cartons. The cartons were stacked three high, each with a barcode and a neat, institutional hand-lettered label: D-24/2019, Procurement—Micro Grants & Tenders. Someone had ringed the year twice in pencil, as if to warn a future self not to forget it.

Elena slid her phone into her locker, locked the door, and pulled on nitrile gloves. Rules were comfort; they fenced the day. She scanned the first box. Her terminal chirped back: ACCESS: MARKOVÁ, E. // 18:42. She read the pull slip: Audit request—missing folio check—municipal grant 12/2019. Audit requests were not unusual. The unusual part was the notation at the bottom of the slip: Page 212—Withdrawn (Legal), stamped in violet and overlined twice. Withdrawn pages weren’t kept in boxes. Withdrawn pages lived elsewhere, sometimes in the legal annex, sometimes offsite. You didn’t find them under three inches of ledger dust.

She cracked the box. Inside: the bound ledger, a thinner folder of appendices, and—out of place—a buff envelope sealed with a brittle strip of red security tape. The envelope’s top corner had been scorched, a precise triangle of burn that stopped short of ash, as if someone had introduced flame and then changed their mind.

Elena lifted the envelope and felt the weight of a single leaf. She recorded the anomaly in the session log. Found: sealed envelope. Label: 212. Condition: singed corner. She felt the small, sensible voice her mother had given her: Note it. Report it. Do not dramatize paper.

She set the envelope on the light table and clicked the switch. Illumination rose through the page from below, turning the buff paper into a pale skin. The burned corner became a distinct bite; the security tape, crazed and opaque. She tilted the leaf and saw it: a watermark she did not recognize. Not the state lion, not the city crest. This mark was geometric—two interlocked shapes, a lozenge folded into itself, like a bird with wings tucked tight behind glass.

Curious, she fetched the magnifier. Watermarks lived in the fibers; they told you who made the paper and when. Municipal records used predictable stock. This wasn’t it. Along one chain line she caught microtype—dots more than letters— repeating a motif: R— and then a smudge, as if the drum had slipped during manufacture.

“Don’t invent letters,” she told herself quietly. She drew what she saw on the log, not what she wanted to see. She recorded geometric watermark—unknown and the description two interlocked lozenges. She turned the envelope over. No sender, no code, just 212 again, hand-lettered, same institutional hand as the label outside.

She broke the tape gently with a microspatula and slid the leaf free. The paper had the good snap of rag content. At the top, in black rollerball, the heading: Micro Grant 12/2019 — Citizen Water Initiative. Date: 21 March 2019. A list of line items followed: pumps, desalination filter kits, training stipends, a community liaison fee. At the bottom, three signatures—one she recognized as the municipal treasurer of the time; the second, the deputy for procurement. The third was a scrawl that looked like nothing and everything. The scrawl set her teeth on edge.

Elena checked the ledger to which this page should belong. She navigated by edge tears and thread count—the tactile codes an archivist learned by absorption. Between pages 211 and 213 there was a fine shift in color, a millimeter seam that told her someone had replaced a page with a similar but not identical leaf. The heading on 213 referred to a parks tender; the index at the back listed 212 as left intentionally blank. The database agreed. 212—Withdrawn (Legal).

So why was she holding 212? And why had someone burned it?

She placed the page on the light table again, this time dimming the room to sharpen the relief. The watermark flashed faintly, the interlocked shapes contracting as the paper’s fibers relaxed. She aligned the page with the ledger’s gutter and held her breath. The height of the lines, the ruling spacing—these matched the ledger’s production run. The page belonged to this book. It had been removed and, at some later point, resealed in a separate envelope and hidden back in the box, which was not a place that respected procedures ever put things.

The lights over Stack D browned out for half a heartbeat—just a blink—and the elevator down the corridor thunked as if settling. Elena looked up, reflexive, at the strip of safety glass set into the stack room door. No one stood there. She listened to the building: the low sigh of air through vents, the memory of feet gone home.

She carried the envelope to her workstation and opened a conservation report. Condition photos came first; the archive’s camera did not leave its mount. She took images of both sides, the burn, the watermark under transmitted light. She did not reach for her phone or imagine for a second that she would. She logged the anomaly for R. Šalová, the head of Special Collections, and for Legal Annex. She ticked the box that would summon an internal chain-of-custody courier at 09:00 the next morning.

Her cursor hovered over Disposition. She could select Isolate in Cold Storage—rare for a sheet of paper, but possible for a contaminant. She could select Return to Box with a bright caution tag. She selected Hold—Archivist Custody and typed, Pending verification of withdrawal order; watermark unknown; signatures inconsistent. It was the truth without a temperature.

On her way back to Stack D with the ledger itself, she passed the bulletin board by the staff exit—the place where notices outlived their relevance. A curling flyer asked for volunteers for a spring charity gala, dated four years ago. The logo was a pair of stylized hands, palm to palm. She noticed the hands because of the watermark; that was all. It made a neat picture and no sense.

She eased the ledger onto a foam cradle, set the gutter, and began a slow page-by-page review. Procurement ledgers were less narrative than the novels she left unfinished on her bedside table but more dramatic, in a certain light. You learned to hear where numbers hummed wrong. Here, the hum changed around the March entries. Vendors clustered; amounts rounded more aggressively; the word emergency appeared three times in two pages, which was once too often. The Citizen Water Initiative lines referenced a partner name—Red Hand Relief—which registered a noncommittal bell in her head. She tapped the database. The partner index offered nothing helpful. External NGOs were noted haphazardly at best.

She copied the partner name into the notes field. Her fingers moved without her having to convince them. She filed the thought where she filed other work thoughts: in a room at the back of her mind with no furniture and very solid doors.

“Eleno?” The voice at the doorway was gentle and low. Adam Kovář, one of the student assistants, leaned in as if not to disturb the paper. “You’re still here?”

“For ten more minutes,” she said, glancing at the wall clock. “Then the machines can have the room.”

“Do you need me to lock the reader cabinets?”

“Already done.” She had done it a half hour ago, reflex on the way to the stacks. “Go home. Eat something that isn’t a student budget.”

He smiled and left, his footsteps rubbered by the archive’s floors. Elena listened until the door clicked. She allowed herself to exhale.

The scrawl at the bottom of 212 bothered her. She opened the signature reference file— scanned exemplars of officials, the way a detective kept faces. The treasurer’s signature matched. The deputy’s matched. The third did not appear in the file at all. She ran a transparency test: laid a tracing acetate over the scrawl and drew its pressure points, the hard downstrokes, the hesitant lifts. The hand that made this signature had been confident at the start and sloppy at the end, as if the writer knew how to imitate speed but not the path speed took.

She typed: Signature 3—unknown. Simulation suspected.

There was an older comfort she rarely invoked at work—a fragment of her father’s voice, not words so much as habit. Align first. Question second. He had taught her to keep stamps straight in the little albums he brought home when she was small, the ones with the birds behind glassine—wagtails and shrikes and swifts whose names she loved more than their wings. When she held the 212 leaf to the light again, she aligned the watermark grid to the ledger’s ruling. It clicked into place like a lock engaged.

The elevator groaned again, this time the calculated complaint of machinery choosing where to rest for the night. Elena flipped off the light table and filed the envelope in a Mylar sleeve. She signed the seal with her initials and the time. The date looked correct in her neat hand: 11 August. The air felt cooler against the skin of her wrists.

As she turned to return the ledger to its box, a slip of paper slid from the back cover and came to rest against her shoe. She crouched. It wasn’t a page, just a reader request—one of the old pink slips from before they digitized pulls. The name field was blank. The Requested Items line carried a single mark: 212.

Elena checked the ledger’s circulation history. There had been four legitimate reads since 2019. Three were routine—for audits following the flood that had dampened Stack A that autumn; one was for a press request, denied. None were logged against 212 specifically, because 212 had not existed, officially, to be read. She looked at the pink slip again. No date. No initials. Just 212 in hard pencil, written by someone who pressed too hard or wanted to be heard.

She logged the slip as Loose—Provenance Unknown. She did not add how the back of her neck felt, which was the way it felt when she crossed the Charles Bridge in winter and a gust came off the river sideways. She boxed the ledger. She lifted the box to the trolley and felt, for one vertiginous second, the weight of a city’s paper balanced against the crook of her elbow.

At the staff exit she retrieved her phone from the locker and powered it on. A cascade of muted banners winced up the screen—news, a message from her mother about a doctor’s appointment, a discount from a bookstore she loved too much. She put the phone back in her bag without answering any of it. Outside, Na Sklenářce Street steered the last cyclists home. The sky held the bruise color between blue and night.

She locked the door and tested it, twice. She had learned early and she had learned again: you only regret the doors you don’t test. She glanced once more at the bulletin board with its fossil notices and almost tore the charity flyer down—the thing had been up too long—but left it as it was. Objects stayed where they stayed until somebody with reason moved them. Reason was a stronger word than curiosity.

On the tram she thought about nothing, which was its own discipline. She stood, even though a seat had opened, because standing gave you somewhere to put your attention—on the flow of stops, the small dramas played out with precise privacy: a girl plucking at the hem of her coat, a man scrolling, stopping on a photograph and staring as if the screen might answer back. Elena watched her reflection ghost in the tram window, the city layered over it, and let the day pack itself into order.

At home, she washed the dust off her hands until the water ran clean. She ate a bowl of soup that tasted of dill and effort. She pulled the notebook from the drawer in her desk—the one she kept unconnected to any machine—and wrote the date and D-24/2019—Page 212. She sketched the watermark from memory and immediately disliked her drawing. She added Hold—custody, then, almost as an afterthought, Citizen Water Initiative (partner: Red Hand Relief), and circled the partner name once.

She stared at the circle as if it might grow teeth.

When she turned off the lamp, the watermark rose behind her eyelids, two interlocked shapes compressing as pressure changed. It was a small thing. It stayed small until you set it next to the word Withdrawn and the burned corner and the unsigned pink slip that had asked, with primitive insistence, for a page that did not exist.

Elena slept lightly. The building across the courtyard clanked at odd intervals; old radiators did that in August when no one expected them to. At 03:12 she woke to the thought—not a voice, not a warning—that paper left in the wrong place calls to people who know how to hear it. She did not get up. She traced the idea to its end and let it stop there. In the morning she would hand 212 to the chain-of-custody courier with the proper receipts. She would make the report. She would keep the room quiet.

In a different part of the city, an elevator stopped between floors and stayed there. A man in a maintenance jacket put his palm against the doors and listened to the motor cool. He held no paper at all. He had written 212 on a pink slip earlier with a hard pencil and the old habit of someone who used other people’s systems like doors he did not intend to open himself.

He left the elevator where it was. He preferred things to be where they would be when he came back.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 — A Name That Shouldn’t Exist
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Uncovering hidden truths behind a crime can be dangerous and life-altering.

By 08:55 the reading room smelled of paper warmed by August light, an odour Elena associated with school beginnings and the first page of a blank notebook. She signed into the system, checked the overnight logs, and printed the chain-of-custody tags. The courier was scheduled for 09:00; couriers were punctual in buildings where time was a material.

The buff envelope—212—sat in its Mylar sleeve on her workstation, a small, obedient rectangle. She had slept badly and written three words on her bedside notebook at 03:17—burn, hands, grid—and now couldn’t remember why hands had felt necessary. She photographed the envelope one more time from one more angle and dropped the images into the session folder. Then she secured the sleeve inside a rigid mailer, slid on the numbered seal, and affixed the custody tag with the quiet authority of a practiced movement. “Morning.” Růžena Šalová came in with a mug large enough to be ceremonial, her silver hair clipped in a way that told you exactly nothing about her beyond the fact that she knew what she was doing. “You logged something late.”

“A withdrawn page. Ledger D-24/2019.” Elena angled the mailer. “It was misfiled in the box—sealed, partially burned.”

Růžena’s expression did not change. She read the tag, the recipient—Legal Annex—Withdrawal Verification—and the notes Elena had attached. “Good you didn’t return it to the box.” She blew on the mug and missed, steam wreathing her knuckles. “We have a new counsel assigned to municipal withdrawals. You may get a call. If they ask for direct release to their office, say no.”

Elena nodded. The answer existed in the procedures manual—Annex first—but rules were sturdier when said aloud.

The courier arrived at 09:02, apologizing to the air for a tram delay and carrying the crisp neutrality of a person who touched other people’s urgency all day without catching it. He scanned the tag; Elena countersigned on a slim glass slab; the machine chirped their pact into being.

“Annex by 10:20,” he said, already half-turned toward the door.

“Thank you.” Elena watched the envelope go as if a part of the room had been rolled away.

She returned to D-24/2019 with the caffeinated clarity of a morning before the interruptions stacked. The ledger’s March entries were a different animal: amounts rounded wrong, emergency references, the Citizen Water Initiative repeated like a refrain that wanted to turn itself into a chorus. She made a duplicate of her notes for Růžena and, because habit could be a form of superstition, she took one more pass down the page with her eyes slightly unfocused, the way she searched for watermarks.

There: a notation in the margin of 211 she had missed last night, the last line of a carryover: see Appx B—comp. check. Appendix B had been in the box—a thinner folder with a columned table and the bureaucratic pleasure of checkboxes. She lifted it to the light and flipped. Compliance Checklist. Vendor certifications. Partner registrations. A column headed Liaison with names, initials, signatures.

Halfway down the second page, under Citizen Water Initiative—Red Hand Relief, in neat, unshowy hand: Liaison: Doležalová, Ivana (I. D.). The signature in the adjacent box was I.D., the strokes quick, the dots square.

Elena felt the odd acceleration that hit when something snapped into legibility and did not like it. The 212 sheet had listed a Community Liaison Fee—small, insignificant in weight of currency, significant in where it sat. She made the mental motion that was indexing; the liaison name bridged ledger to appendix, item to person. She wrote Doležalová, Ivana on her notepad in black ink, then copied the name again in pencil, as if the duplication would fix it in the day. She should have filed the name under Partner Staff and moved on. Instead she flagged the line in the session log and, after a moment’s teeth-on-nerve hesitation, opened Civic Core, the city’s shared records portal. Archivists lived at the edges of systems and were permitted, when their work touched a thing, to look at the outlines of that thing in other databases. Look, not take. The portal gave her the familiar greys and blues of a dev environment that had escaped into production. She navigated to Municipal Partners—NGO Registry, found Red Hand Relief, and scrolled through a list of contact points and liaisons, most generic, many stale.

Doležalová, Ivana did not appear. Not in the current roster; not in the 2019 roster. The Liaison field for Citizen Water Initiative was blank in the portal where it was inked in Appendix B. Elena felt a small heat at the back of her neck. She checked version histories. The 2019 snapshot had been updated twice in April—after March, which was when the ledger page wore its date. Update notes: typo fixes; remove duplicates. The edits were the digital equivalent of polite coughs.

She toggled to Vital Records—Index (read-only). This was less routine. She typed Doležalová and filtered by 2019. The search returned four entries: two births, one marriage, one death. She clicked Death and the screen filled with the stringent formalities of an ending.

Municipal Death Record

Name: Doležalová, Ivana

DOB: 17 May 1992

DOD: 5 April 2019

Manner of Death: Drowning—Accident (no foul play suspected)

Location: Vltava River, near Štvanice Island

Certifying Physician: MUDr. Karel Šubrt

Notes: Witness statements collected; see Incident Report 19-0412-VD

The line no foul play suspected read like a door closed with a latch that had been oiled. Elena stared at the location. April 2019; March ledger entry; liaison fee; withdrawn page; burned corner. She pinched the bridge of her nose and then immediately stopped, because oils.

She should have stopped there. Her authorization would tolerate nothing more than a display; denials would start if she scraped at the walls. Still, she shifted to Incident Reports—Index, typed 19-0412-VD, and hit Enter. A red banner politely shut her out: Restricted—PD Access Only. She found herself relieved by the barrier, which was the sort of relief that sounded better when you said it as fidelity to process.

Her desk phone rang. Internal line. She picked up.

“Marková.”

“Legal Annex,” a woman’s voice said, bright and soft like well-lit glass. “We have your 212. Thank you for the thorough documentation. We’re moving toward counsel review this morning.”

Elena waited for the thing that made her dislike the call and found it at the end of the sentence: counsel review, not internal verification. “Verification first, then counsel,” she said, in the tone archivists used when reminding fire of the building’s material. “Per procedure.”

“Of course,” the voice said, unfazed. “I’m actually calling to ask whether the companion materials are also ready.”

“Companion materials?”

“A withdrawal order copy, any off-ledger notes pertaining to Citizen Water Initiative.”

Elena leaned back and looked at the Appendix B on her desk as if the answer might print itself onto the paper in sympathetic ink. “Appendix B is a standard component of the ledger box. It remains in the archive.” She chose her words, let them settle where they would be heaviest. “And there is no withdrawal order in our files. That’s why the item is flagged for your verification.”

“Understood,” the voice said. “Thank you.” A beat, a smile pressed into paper. “If anything else surfaces, we’d appreciate direct notice.”

“You’ll have it through the system.” Elena hung up and wrote Legal called—asked for companion materials in her notebook, underlining companion because it was not a word the Annex used.

Růžena appeared at her shoulder with a stack of revised reading room rules and the tuned ear of a woman who trusted her staff to tell her what mattered and also trusted herself to notice when they needed to be asked. “Problem?”

“Legal wants a withdrawal order that does not exist,” Elena said, and told her the rest.

Růžena chewed the inside of her cheek as if deciding the flavor of the day. “We’ll let Annex do its job. Don’t talk to counsel directly. Make copies of Appendix B and the March ledger spread for me.” She tapped the line with the liaison name. “And tell Civic Core there’s a discrepancy in the NGO roster. They like to be told they can fix something.”

Elena made the copies and put them in a slim folder with Růžena’s initials. She scanned the Appendix too, for the internal case file, feeling the stale thrill of work well kept. On the second pass of the scanner, the machine hiccuped. A band of the image went white, then came back, the way a radio station fades when a tram crosses a bridge. Elena re-scanned; the image cleared. She checked the output at high magnification. The I. D. signature stood up in its quick little bones.

She made herself do other tasks—the calls, the reading room questions, the ritual of replacing cotton gloves in the small drawers that always held the exact number you needed when you were lucky. At 11:30 she ate a small sandwich and a plum that still tasted of shade. She did not check the delivery status of the mailer and then checked it three minutes later. Delivered—10:18.

When the room thinned, she opened Press Index—Archive Cuttings, a part of the building she loved for its uselessness and its tendency to prove itself necessary. She ran a search for Doležalová and narrowed by 2019. The query returned four lines. Two were court notices for debt proceedings unrelated to Ivana. One was an obituary that told you nothing but dates and a church and the ritual mercy of family and friends. The fourth was a short mention on page seven of a free daily:

WOMAN, 27, DROWNS NEAR ŠTVANICE

Police responded to reports of a body in the Vltava near Štvanice Island on Friday morning. The deceased, identified as Ivana Doležalová of Žižkov, was pronounced at the scene. Police said foul play is not suspected. The river was running high after recent rain.

There was a photograph the size of a postage stamp: a coil of blue lights on a white van, a strip of river like a blade, two figures whose faces were turned away. Elena printed the clipping because the neatness of the rectangle calmed her. She slipped it into a mylar sleeve and wrote the date on a sticky flag. 6 April 2019.

Her screen pinged: Message—Internal—Civic Core. She opened it. Thanks for your note about the roster discrepancy. We’re syncing April 2019 snapshots now. Liaison fields were cleared during a dedup. We’ll restore historical data. The signature block was automated; there was no person to thank.

She toggled back to Vital Records and read the death record again, as if repetition could induce variance. Witness statements collected. She considered what that meant on the ground—two people on their way to work, a runner, a fisherman—and then stopped herself. Imagination was an invasive species in municipal systems.

At 13:15 the desk phone rang again. External number; the display showed a Geneva country code. Elena hesitated, then answered because to ignore the phone was to invite worse calls later.

“Elena Marková.”

A man’s voice this time, accented in a way that slid. “Good afternoon. I’m calling from Red Hand Relief. We’ve been told a portion of the Citizen Water Initiative documentation is being reviewed. We’d appreciate clarity so we can respond as needed.”

Elena’s skin went cold; she looked at the wall-clock to ground the minute. “All inquiries must go through the Legal Annex,” she said, the words like latches slipping into their housings. “We do not discuss records with external partners.”

“Of course,” the voice said—a practiced, courteous reluctance. “I only wanted to ensure our liaison’s materials were not mislaid. Ms. Doležalová worked hard to keep the paperwork coherent. It would be a shame for her work to be lost.”

The name hit with the tact of someone who knows the angle of a door. “Our internal processes will ensure all materials are accounted for,” Elena said. “Please address future questions to the Annex.”

“I appreciate your time,” the man said, and the call ended without a click, as if it had never connected at all.

Elena sat very still. She had given no name, but external calls could find their way to extensions with the persistence of water finding a seam. She wrote RHR Geneva called; mentioned Doležalová. The word liaison in his mouth sounded like an epitaph polished by use. By midafternoon the reading room filled with the low weather of voices that comes when people are arranging history to suit a picture. A visiting researcher wanted election posters from the 1990s; a man needed a copy of his grandfather’s deed. Elena fetched and filed and kept the room quiet. When the last reader signed out, she returned to D-24/2019 and did what she should have done first: she read the spread around 212 aloud under her breath.

The figures were a topography. Fifty thousand crowns for pumps; twenty-two thousand for desalination filters; eight thousand for training; three thousand for a liaison fee; three hundred and sixty for “incidentals,” a category that always irritated her because of its vagueness and its invitation to pocket. The signatures belonged like furniture that had stood in a room for years. The third signature, the loose scrawl, did what it had done last night—refused to resolve.

She blew on the page as if to move dust that wasn’t there and thought—not for the first time—of her father’s dictate: Align first. Question second. She aligned the entries to the rules she knew. Then she questioned the parts that refused to align: withdrawn; burned corner; liaison name; accident. The four items sat in her head like chessmen that would not stay in the ranks they came in.

At 17:05 she took the paper copy of the death record and slid it behind the clipping in the mylar sleeve. She did not take the sleeve home. She put it in a thin case file labeled D-24/2019—Anomalies and signed the tab with small letters so the folder would not look like a thing trying to be noticed.

She powered down and tidied the desk in the way that made the next morning better: ruler aligned; pencil sharpener emptied; gloves replenished. While she washed her hands, she watched the water eddy around the basin’s silvered drain. Drowning—Accident. The words were tidy and could be true. People slipped. People fell. The river was indifferent.

Her phone bloomed to life when she stepped out onto Na Sklenářce. Her mother had sent a photo of a blooming amaryllis and the message: Doctor says my blood is a little high; I will pretend to hear and walk more. Elena sent a heart and a shoe and the word tomorrow, which would be a walk around the hill if it didn’t rain. There was a voicemail from an unknown number. She didn’t listen. The amaryllis was easier.

On the tram, a slice of river showed through the corridor between buildings—the flat, pewter plane of it. She found herself trying to picture Ivana Doležalová’s face and refused to. The file did not include a photograph. The clipping included none. A name should be a name until the record said otherwise.

At home, she opened the bedside notebook she’d scrawled in at 03:17 and added Ivana Doležalová—liaison and the date 5 April 2019. On the next line she wrote Štvanice and drew a small rectangle to signify a bridge. She felt, ridiculously, that she was cheating on the ledger by drawing in the wrong place. She closed the notebook and left it on the desk as if that might balance the impropriety.

In a different office, a person in a suit with a charitable organization’s logo on a pin scrolled through a list of internal names and stopped on Doležalová, I. He tapped once, opening a note that read, in another person’s careful hand: Temp, compliance; short-term; diligent; personal situation—fragile. He closed the file, let the screen go to sleep, and checked his watch for a gala he had to attend next week that would say nothing about water or birds.

At 22:11 Elena woke to the sound of an elevator complaining in the building across the courtyard and lay listening to the machine’s breath slowly even. She let her mind run the route it had learned: courier, Annex, counsel, verification. In the dark, the geometry of the watermark clicked in her memory like a puzzle shifting toward solved. She did not think of the river. She did not think of a woman’s body in water. She thought of a liaison fee and a name written neatly into a box where the portal pretended no name had been. A name that should not exist and did, inked in a hand that had pressed square dots hard enough to survive four years and three deduplications.

In the morning, she would bring the Anomalies case file to Růžena with coffee and the rule-observant confidence of someone who had placed a small stone in the stream and wanted to see if the current would notice.
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Chapter 3 — The Reporter in Exile
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Uncovering hidden truths behind a crime can be dangerous and life-altering.

The first hour of a Tuesday at U Hrocha belonged to mop water and the smell of coffee burning a fraction past good. Lucas Quinn propped the side door with a beer crate and watched drizzle thread itself down the alley. If he leaned out, he could see a sliver of the Vltava, flat and pewter under a sky that looked like it had been erased too hard.

“Do you want the sign?” Zuzana Král, the owner, asked from behind the espresso machine, already wiping something that didn’t need wiping.

“I’ll put it out,” Lucas said. He lifted the chalkboard, rolled it to the sidewalk, and wrote the day’s specials in the neat, newsprint hand that still surprised him. It felt like stealing muscle memory from the version of himself that wore a press badge and believed in the velocity of facts.

He opened tills, filled the olives, polished the one shelf of pretentious whiskey no one ordered until midnight, and set the glasses along the rail by height. The doorbell chimed twice before noon. An old couple—Polish, he thought, by the cadence of their murmurs—shared soup and gratitude. A pair of students slouched and ordered the cheapest thing; one left a book face-down like a sleeping animal. Between customers, Lucas read Czech headlines on his phone and then switched to English without meaning to. Dublin had a fresh corruption inquiry. Berlin had a data breach. Prague had a heat advisory that lied; the air outside was cool enough to make your breath want a scarf.

When business went thin, he took out the small notebook he allowed himself and wrote three words: find another story. He crossed out another. He crossed out story. He closed the notebook.

At 14:40 a woman came in with rain still stitching her hair to her coat. She was mid-forties maybe, or early thirties with a tiredness she wore like jewelry. She ordered a black coffee, no sugar, and a glass of water. Her coat was a not-quite-navy that made her look official without saying how. She sat at the table by the window that faced the tram stop and watched herself faintly in the glass when the tram passed.

“Here you go,” Lucas said, setting down the coffee and water and leaving the rhythm of service between them.

“Thank you,” she said, the consonants clipped—German, he thought—and then, when he was halfway back to the bar, “You’re Irish.”

“I used to be,” he said without turning, and she laughed once in the way people laugh when they have the idea of a joke but no appetite for it.

She stayed an hour, reading nothing, writing nothing. When she paid, she left the coins exact and palmed him a folded napkin with the casual grace of someone who has handed many things to strangers and needed none of them back. He watched her go to the tram and not board it. She walked away instead, her pace deliberate, as if she was practicing walking.

Behind the bar, Lucas unfolded the napkin. The handwriting on the inside was evenly printed, each letter standing at attention. “Don’t open here. Don’t connect to the internet. It’s not a trick.” A small, square object was taped inside, wrapped in black gaffer tape with a neat label in white ink: ATARAXIA.

He shut the till and turned the TV above the bar to a plucky cooking show no one had asked for. Ataraxia. A benzodiazepine’s brand name if you’d paid attention to the wrong kind of stories. A philosophy term if you’d paid attention to the right ones. Or just a word someone liked because it told a certain kind of person to relax.

He rolled the memory card between thumb and forefinger. Cheap microSD in a full-size shell. He had taken in more dangerous things at doorways as a reporter—envelopes that felt too light, drives with edges too sharp— and every version of him that had survived those moments said the same thing: wait until you can control the room.

At 16:05, Mateusz, the evening shift, coasted in late on the scent of cigarettes and apology. “Tram,” he said, which meant don’t ask and I’m sorry and this will keep happening.

“You’re here now,” Lucas said, passing him the towels and the shift book. He tucked the card deeper into his pocket and felt the weight of something that weighed almost nothing.

He took the long way home, past a shop that sold stamps and a shop that sold knives with an old man asleep in a chair between them. A woman argued with a meter maid in a gentle flurry of hand gestures; two teenagers drifted and snapped their skateboards up in practiced arcs. In the courtyard of his building, the elevator door wore an OUT OF ORDER sign that had been there long enough to be a resident. He preferred the stairs anyway.
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